Building collaborative relationships with families of the mentally ill.
Studies of the expressed emotion construct have demonstrated that educational programs aimed at helping families deal with a mentally ill member can reduce patient relapse rates and improve family coping. The authors describe a clinical approach to family psychoeducation focused on building collaborative relationships with mental health professionals. The approach is based on the assumption that family education will benefit the patient, but any implication that the family is to blame for the patient's illness is studiously avoided. Five tasks that must be addressed in beginning work with families of the mentally ill are discussed. They are ensuring that the family has a chance to be heard, imparting information, helping the family deal with the feelings engendered by the patient's illness, identifying the family's coping patterns, and helping the family face the ethical and existential conflict between their own needs and those of the patient.